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Quetzaltenango police chief Reyes Lopez Martinez was fired Sept. 8 for ordering the eviction
of workers occupying the San Juan Del Horizonte plantation in Coatepeque, in the western
department of Quetzaltenango, that left three campesinos dead. Although President Ramiro de
Leon who came to the presidency in June 1993 with wide popular support accepted institutional
responsibility for the eviction, he also championed respect for the rights of private property owners
and emphasized that his government was obligated to enforce those rights. Labor conflicts are
a constant in Guatemala where reserve labor is plentiful and business owners wield substantial
power.
According to the Guatemalan labor organization UNSITRAGUA (Union Sindical de Trabajadores
de Guatemala), there are 40 labor and land conflict cases presently pending resolution, while ten
farms are currently occupied by protesting workers. The latest incident began last March when 62
workers at the San Juan del Horizonte farm in Coatepeque, about 200 kms. southwest of the capital,
were fired in a dispute over wages. The workers were demanding payment of the minimum wage of
11.20 quetzals (US$1.00=Q5.77) instead of the Q6 they were receiving.
The workers filed an injunction to force the farm's owner, Enrique Blanco, to rehire the fired
workers. However, in mid-July, when the courts had still not ruled on the case, the workers took
over the farm and demanded to negotiate with the owners. In mid-August, with the farm still
occupied and no negotiation in sight, the court in Coatepeque ordered the workers' arrest and
eviction. On Aug. 24 several hundred Guatemalan riot police, with logistical support from two
private helicopters belonging to the farm's owner, entered the farm to arrest the protesters.
According to UNSITRAGUA, the police opened fire on the protesters and in the ensuing conflict
two strikers were killed, nine wounded, and 40 arrested. In addition, 19 workers were reported as
"missing" following the operation, and the body of the strike leader was found the next day in a
ravine 60 kms. from the farm, exhibiting a gunshot wound and several fractures. The police charged
that the protesters provoked the incident by firing on police officers when they arrived at the farm
and that the workers were armed with weapons, grenades, and machetes. However, the protesters
denied the report and were supported by the diocese of Quetzaltenango, labor leaders, and the
human rights ombudsman, Jorge Garcia Laguardia, all of whom protested the "violent overreaction
by the police."
Laguardia demanded the removal not only of the Quetzaltenango police chief in charge of the
evictions, but also called for the dismissal of National Police chief Salvador Figueroa. "The national
police lack the necessary professionalism to do their job...their impulsive use of force led to
lamentable consequences including the loss of human lives," charged Laguardia.
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President de Leon attempted to appease all sides involved in the case. On the one hand, as would
have been expected from the former human rights ombudsman, he called for an immediate
investigation into the incident and promised that any officials found at fault would be removed from
their posts and face criminal charges. However, he also defended the police action by pointing out
that it was taken with a court order. In addition, he called the occupation a flagrant violation of the
farm owner's rights and stressed that the right to private property "is also a human right." On Sept.
9 a National Police spokesman reported that Quetzaltenango police chief Reyes Lopez had been
dismissed in response to the ombudsman's request. Lopez also faces additional sanctions, including
possible criminal prosecution
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